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Section 1:


The Science of the Body and Mind













Introduction


Ayurveda is the oldest known medical science, and takes a total holistic approach to life and wellbeing, embracing the mind, body, emotions and soul as well as the effects of the environment, seasons, moon and sun cycles. Ayurveda is often coined as the science of life and I believe it truly is a way of living, governed by the laws of nature. This ancient wisdom is more pertinent today than it has ever been, as we continue to move further away from our natural biorhythms. Embracing the natural flow of life and getting in touch with our ‘self’ is the best gift we can give to ourselves in a world that has become technologically and synthetically dependent.


I am a passionate practitioner and, in this book, I will give you an introduction to the principles of this ancient system and a practical guide to applying its simple techniques in your day-today life, to keep your mind, body and soul healthy and vibrant. You will discover an Ayurvedic diet and lifestyle that is appropriate to your body type. As a preventative approach to healthcare, the daily rituals and guidelines of Ayurveda will help you to nurture your wellbeing the way nature intended.


I strongly believe that the discussion around health needs to evolve from the focus on illness, and start embracing wellness. A paradigm shift of prevention over cure. The simple, daily applicable wisdom of Ayurveda outlined in this book can help lead you out of the doctor’s surgery, and on a journey towards self-healing. I want to help empower you with this holistic approach to



wellness and remove the helplessness that many people feel when they go to the doctor.


Ayurveda teaches us to reconnect with the flow of life and be in synchronicity with our natural circadian rhythms: the life clock, the day clock, the seasonal clock and even the moon clock. Nature is our best teacher – and you only have to observe the ebb and flow of the natural plant and animal kingdoms to understand. My desire is to encourage people to get intimately acquainted with themselves, and notice their ‘dis-eases’ as an indicator of imbalances that can potentially manifest into full-blown health issues. It’s time to move away from a ‘pill for every ill’ mentality, and towards a holistic and preventative health approach.


Since the start of my practice in 2008, my purpose has been to share the wealth of this profound ancient Ayurvedic wisdom in an uncomplicated and easy-to-apply way without compromising its authenticity. I am often asked how I got involved in Ayurveda, and I guess I was involved even before I realised it! As a born and raised British Indian with an African twist (both my parents were African-born), many of my lifestyle routines and dietary habits were naturally Ayurvedic, taught to me as a child by my grandparents. I quickly became curious about my family’s day-today rituals and food habits, since they differed from my peers’.


My upbringing was a marriage between Western and Indian cultures. At times, this was confusing and even led me to feel a loss of identity. I never had any major health concerns growing up, but I lived in a world where my lifestyle at home contrasted strongly with that of my Western schoolmates. As time went on, I realised that the cultural challenges of my childhood had become my biggest blessing by helping me to appreciate the delicate nature of an integrated lifestyle. This has enabled me to translate the wisdom of the Vedic Samhitas, the ancient scriptures that were written to enrich every aspect of our lives. My experiences enable me to help clients apply the principles of Ayurveda to their lives, regardless of their location, age, gender or culture.




Although my first degree was in business, I had a strong pull towards natural healthcare, which was already fast becoming a part of my personal development and spiritual growth. I was more and more curious as to why people still ‘felt’ unwell, despite their diets being seemingly healthy, and why there was a dearth of understanding around the impact of our emotions and mind on our physical health. Out of this curiosity and the desire to follow a more fulfilling life purpose, I was intuitively guided towards the science of Ayurveda. This profound system of health and wellbeing helps you to analyse your body’s particular constitution. When you are aligned with your constitution (prakruti), your true natural state, even the simplest lifestyle changes can reap some amazing health benefits.


I believe in living an expansive, peaceful and fulfilling life. A life where we truly connect with people and nature at large. A life where we measure happiness by our state of being, and not by a collection of achievements or material possessions. Through the guidance in this book, I invite you on a journey of health promotion and disease prevention. I am excited to be sharing very profound but practical self-healing wisdom, tools and techniques to empower you to take health and wellbeing back into your own hands.


Note on the text: You will find a glossary at the back, with explanations of all the important Ayurvedic terms and concepts that I refer to in this book. Where a word appears in bold in the text at the first instance, you will find it in the glossary.













CHAPTER 1


Our Current State of Health




‘It is health that is the real wealth and not pieces of gold and silver’


Mahatma Gandhi





What is health?




‘sama dosha, sama agnischa, sama dhatu, mala kriya Prasanna atma indriya manaha, swastha iti abhidheeyate’


Sushruta Samhita





The above is a Sanskrit verse taken from the ancient Vedic health scripture, the Sushruta Samhita, one of the earliest writings of Ayurveda. This quote describes what constitutes a healthy person: according to Ayurveda, a person is healthy when he/she has balanced bioenergetic forces, strong digestive fire, nourished body tissues, well-functioning body processes, a calm mind, balanced emotions and clear senses. Ayurveda addresses the underlying imbalance in the mechanisms of the body that gives rise to a disease and, as you read this book, the profound meaning of this verse will become clearer. It really is a shift in our current thinking, yet the knowledge spans back more than 5,000 years. This system looks beyond ‘what’ the disease is and focuses on the question of ‘why’ there is a disease and what is driving it. The short verse above encompasses every possible mechanism of your body, mind and soul that needs to be taken



care of for complete wellbeing and disease prevention.


If you consider a more recent definition of health, by the World Health Organization (WHO) in 1948, the philosophy is similar:




‘Health is a state of complete physical, mental and social wellbeing and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity’





It’s clear that being ‘healthy’ is far more than the absence of disease. Ayurveda aims to connect the dots between all the possible causes of disharmony in our biological ecosystem. It never dismisses anything, regardless of how unrelated it may seem to your ails. A disharmony in any part of your life can create an imbalance in your microbiome or, in other words, the environment of your body.


Optimal health is a state of balance according to Ayurveda, and you don’t need to be a rocket scientist to figure it out. You just need to listen to your intuition and follow nature’s lead. As a multidimensional approach, you can heal your own life with food, exercise, sleep, rest, a suitable routine, herbs, breathing, meditation, prayer and connection to your higher self.


A healthcare deficit in the West


In the UK, we are fortunate enough to have a system of healthcare like the NHS, making treatment accessible to all.


However, what we are missing is the deeper comprehension of who we are in relation to everything and everyone around us. I don’t mean your religion, age or the job that you do; I mean in terms of the structural and energetic composition that makes you a unique individual. Is your external environment balancing or unbalancing for your internal environment?


This is where Ayurveda flourishes, by understanding the



systems and networks that connect your mind and body rather than purely examining the symptoms.


A tale of two worlds – East and West


Let me ask you a question. When you think of Eastern medicine, does it conjure up images of yogis meditating under a tree, mystical medicines brewing in a pot, or people walking in nature completely blissed out? Or how about an array of body treatments with unpronounceable names, all of which seem a little primitive and low-tech? Well, it is no surprise that Eastern philosophies and medical systems remain somewhat of a mystery to the modern man. In this book, I hope to bring you closer to understanding the science and the connection of your body and mind, not just by reading about it, but by experiencing the health benefits first-hand through the recommendations I introduce.


In the West, we separate the entities of mind and soul from the body. We see our GP for issues pertaining to the body, a psychologist for issues of the mind, and our religious leaders for issues connected to faith and spirit. As we go through the medical system, we further compartmentalise ourselves by seeing different doctors for various body parts – neurologist, cardiologist, gastroenterologist, and so on – and we can often end up with several different prescriptions without a full understanding of how each drug interacts with another. For me, there is a complete lack of connectivity in this model. Our bodies are treated as no more than a mechanical organism, much like a car or computer.


Western medicine takes an evidence-based approach. New state-of-the-art technology, clinical methods, laboratory research and innovative medicines are viewed as the biggest breakthrough. You believe it when you see it. In contrast, Eastern medicine relies on the profound knowledge that has taken centuries to perfect. Practitioners not only have a proven track record of scientific efficacy but are also immersed in a faith-based approach. More of



an ‘I will see it because I believe it’ attitude. One medical system is neither superior nor inferior to the other, as they all have their unique offerings, including allopathic medicines (the system of our current medical practice) – especially in emergency situations – and surgical advancements.


It is worth bearing in mind that when modern medicine researches or tests a herb, diet or any Ayurvedic modality against a hypothesis in isolation within the framework of a lab, this approach is a reductionist one. It does not consider the holistic approach that is applied in a clinical set-up with each patient and their distinct set of presenting issues, so the results are skewed and inconclusive. Our inquiring intellect needs some proof, but let’s also acknowledge the fact that some things may be felt by us in our physical or energetic body and yet may not necessarily be seen or have the capacity to be scientifically proven.


There is increasing concern around the resistance to antibiotics. The misuse and overuse of antibiotics has increased our dependency and diminished the power of our body’s natural defences to fight infections, not to mention the potential side effects of taking them, such as nausea, diarrhoea and fungal infections of the digestive system, mouth and genitals to name a few. Moreover, there is an increased risk that useful body bacteria are also killed off in the process, weakening our system at the core. I find that the more people understand these risks, the more they are drawn to natural medicines like Ayurveda, which strengthen the body’s natural defences, without harmful side effects.


Most Eastern philosophies will promote the view that the mind, body and spirit are all part of our ecosystem and completely intertwined with one another. In traditional Eastern practices such as Ayurveda, your practitioner will see the whole you and not a compartmentalised section of you. Maybe the root of your physical health issue stems from an emotional trauma or from mental stresses.






‘What really called my attention to Ayurveda is the holistic way it looks at the individual – not only the physical but also the psychological, emotional and spiritual.’


Aline





A shift in the health paradigm


Ayurveda is the polar opposite of the ‘one size fits all’ approach to treating people who present similar conditions. As clichéd as the word ‘holistic’ sounds, Ayurveda really does take a ‘whole-istic’ view, placing the person at the centre of treatment and not the disease.


An Ayurvedic practitioner will really take the time to listen for the spoken and unspoken signals of the patient. Attention is given to every element of your life, to gather a detailed understanding of your history or, as I prefer to say, ‘your story’. Every aspect of your body, your mind and your emotions, the impact of the seasons, your age, your relationships and your environment all play a role in your overall health.


Using traditional diagnostic techniques such as checking the pulse and tongue, we can start to discover the level of toxins in your body and where your imbalances might lie. From here, a practitioner can prescribe a suitable diet, herbs, treatments, detox and rejuvenation programmes, yoga, breathing and meditation to support optimal long-term health.


In my practice, I like to pay close attention to the ‘language’ my clients use in a consultation; this can give me a clear indication of their attitude to their health, life and outlook on healing. I have often heard in clinic the phrases ‘He is such a pain in the neck’ and ‘He is a pain up the backside’ from patients presenting physical pain in the same areas of the spine. I hear, ‘I have no choice, I just have to get on with it’ or ‘I have this condition, so I just have to live with it’ – all in all, very disempowering language. I encourage



you to notice the language that you use to talk about your health and also yourself as a whole. Are you using language that disempowers you or is self-pitiful? How can you change this?


Ayurveda aims to treat the root cause not just the presenting symptoms. This discourages diseases from reappearing. It’s kind of like weeding the garden. If you take the weeds out from the root they are not likely to come back anytime soon, if at all. As such, if your mind is stuck in negativity so too will your body be.


Be your own doctor


Do you know the meaning of ‘doctor’? The word actually stems from the Latin verb ‘to teach’, but the current understanding is that of a person qualified to treat people who are ill. The modern-day doctor is so inundated with patients at his practice that he is often limited to the prescription of drugs to give symptomatic medical relief. From time to time this is necessary as it brings fast pain relief, but this is not a long-term solution.


Why spend time in the surgery trying to fix an issue when you can create health and happiness by teaching yourself the tools and techniques that can keep you out of that surgery? By spending money and time eating and exercising in the best way for your body type, you can nurture your ‘self’ in a holistic way.


You have a choice in every moment to make it healthful. Be present, in each moment. You have the power to choose a food or an activity that is balancing or unbalancing. The science of Ayurveda enables you to maintain balance that is unique to you by getting to know yourself intimately in relation to everything around you. I always encourage my clients to take one small step at a time in order to form new life-promoting habits.


Make changes at a pace that suits you and then adopt more changes when you feel ready. Once you start to feel the benefits, you will naturally be inclined to incorporate more changes into your life. The point I am trying to make here is that every moment



is a choice, your choice. Are you choosing well? What to eat, when to sleep, whether to exercise or not, who to spend time with, when to shut down your computer. No one is in charge of your life except you!


The idea is for you to be authentic and realistic about what will elevate your health. I urge you not to conform to any ideology or fall into any media traps of ‘perfection’. This mindset will lead to constant dissatisfaction and disappointment. What will become apparent is that your life and health is always in a constant flux, and getting to know your whole self more intimately is the key to true preventative health.


I always like to refer to the analogy of water being stronger than a rock. Though rocks appear to be hard and indestructible, they are also innately rigid. In contrast, water is so soft yet through its flexible, adaptive and consistent nature, it has the strength to erode and carve rocks. Change happens over a long period of time, and if you remain flexible to change and flow like water, over time you too can make a significant impact on your life with small changes, drop by drop. Any obstacles, blockages or unhealthy habits can be overcome. Consistency in your approach to healthful changes will ensure that you get the results that you desire. It can be as simple as having your hot lemon water every morning. Start where you feel comfortable, but be consistent. ‘Sometimes’ won’t help you drop the excess weight, clear that skin rash or sleep better. Since the only thing we have control over is ourselves, it’s time to take responsibility.


The principles of Ayurveda help you to identify the changes and practices you can adopt so that you can be aligned to a life of wellness. This is a personalised system of medicine and a system that grants you freedom from illness. It is a transition from a life of mediocrity to a life of vitality. It is not about just getting through the day but living fully with energy and enthusiasm. If your energy reserves are low, then how can you be of service to your family, friends and community?




Common health issues


As I reflect at the end of each day in clinic, I feel truly blessed to follow my path of passion and turn it into work that doesn’t feel like work. Ayurveda has been such a transformative part of my life and it is the greatest gift that I could have asked for. Guiding people on their journey to wellness is more rewarding than I imagined was possible and I truly believe that when my clients come with a strong intention to heal, miracles can happen; my role is simply to facilitate their journey.


I see a broad spectrum of health ailments in clinic, from IBS, leaky gut, indigestion, insomnia, asthma, chronic fatigue, sinusitis, skin irritations, migraines, peptic ulcers, sciatica, obesity, diabetes, anxiety, depression, high blood pressure and cholesterol, to name a few. One thing that is for sure, many of the presenting physical ailments stem from either an emotional or mental stress. Some people are drawn to Ayurveda to address specific health issues and others purely to learn about their mind/body type and to be more aligned with their true self. Regardless of the ailments, the focal point is always on correcting and balancing your gut health and aligning to your natural mind/body type.




Client story


‘I have struggled to maintain a healthy weight since childhood, and have tried quite a few different diets and fads, always trying to adhere to the conventional wisdom of what a “healthy diet” looked like.


I have made several changes to my daily routine, including starting the day with warm lemon water, keeping breakfast cooked and light, avoiding an excess of raw foods and switching my main meal of the day to lunch. These changes have helped to bring me closer to a natural alignment, both in my internal and external world. These new ideas went against what I had been



taught at first about food consumption, but I went with it and started to get positive results, which made me look at other patterns and habitual behaviours in my life that may not be serving me.


With the support of Geeta, I have experienced weight loss, better sleep, increased energy levels and better concentration.’


Dugald





I hope that this book inspires you to live a life aligned to your Ayurvedic mind/body type so that you can become a healthier and happier version of yourself. Whether you make just a few small adjustments or embrace the fuller Ayurvedic way of life, the practical and simple-to-follow guidance in this book will ensure that you feel positive shifts in your wellbeing. Everybody responds differently, so I ask that you apply patience and perseverance as you make new, healthful changes. Some people feel the benefits from small changes within days, while the benefits of deeper changes to your diet and lifestyle can be felt within weeks. Breathing exercises will leave you floating on clouds within minutes. While some changes will fit like a glove, others may be suited just for a season or until you intuitively feel aligned – after all, our health is not static. Remember that, like the entire universe, our body is evolving and changing at its own pace, so give it the support it needs and have faith. Think of your body as a sunflower: you plant a seed, you take care of it properly, water it, give it food and exposure to sunlight and, for sure, the flower will blossom at the right time. You can’t rush the process and neither will you keep digging the soil to see how the seedling is getting on; you just have patience and wait for it to bloom. It is the same with Ayurveda; there is no quick fix to long-term wellness, but with small lifestyle changes, you will experience many benefits.


You can implement the advice in this book straight away. The aim here is to incorporate the advice as lifestyle changes, as this is



when you will truly start to reap the benefits of preventative healthcare. More importantly, the changes you implement should feel positive, natural and meaningful, and ultimately leave you feeling good. If you have good health, all aspects of your life can flourish.











CHAPTER 2


Ayurveda – Personalised Healthcare




‘Every human being is the author of his own health or disease’


Siddhartha Gautama (Buddha)





History in a nutshell


Ayurveda is the oldest known medical system, dating back 5,000 years, and it aims to treat the root cause of an illness. Known as the knowledge (veda) of life (ayus), Ayurveda is a traditional philosophy born outside of medical labs, long ago. Sages and rishis, or the ‘seers of truth’, downloaded this wisdom of life, known to them as Ayurveda, through deep meditation. In Vedic mythology, Lord Dhanvantari was the first incarnation to impart the wisdom to mankind. It is through these insights that the basis of Ayurveda was formed.


These rishis passed the teachings on to their students by the oral tradition, until sages such as Sushruta and Charaka transcribed this knowledge into the earliest authoritative written texts, around 1000 BC. These texts were called Sushruta Samhita and Charaka Samhita. It is from these and other similar scriptures such as Vagbhata’s Ashtanga Hridayam that practitioners like myself learn this ancient wisdom even today. This universal knowledge is now accessible to people across the globe. Ayurveda is one of the few indigenous sciences that still thrives in our modern world, despite the fact that it was outlawed in India at the



time of colonisation. Today, Ayurveda flourishes all over India and is being seen once again as a credible approach to wellness in the West.


The philosophy of Ayurveda


At the heart of Ayurveda is the Samkhya philosophy of creation and the evolution of life, explained by the great sage Kapila. Purusha is the formless and pure consciousness pervading all concepts of time and space. It is considered to be the male energy and exists as a passive awareness. Purusha is reflected as creation in the form of prakruti, the creative force responsible for all manifestation, physical and energetic. Prakruti is a physical counterpart that is considered to be the female energy. It is believed that all evolution of nature is governed by the interaction of these two forces. This stimulated a chain of evolutions, starting with the rise of the universal intellect (buddhi), then ego or the ‘I’ (ahamkara), before the ego split to create the three gunas (sattva, rajas and tamas). Sattva gave rise to all the senses and the organs of perception, as well as the mind (manas). Tamas gave rise to the five elements (ether, air, fire, water and earth). Rajas is the force that interacts between sattva and tamas.




[image: Samkhya]


Samkhya Philosophy of Creation




What is Ayurveda?


Your body is the most sophisticated engine you will ever operate in your life. It has an intelligence far beyond our own comprehension. It desires healing; it wants to be well and gives us a multitude of signals if there is an imbalance.


Ayurveda has two key health goals:


1. Curative – to reverse diseases where possible.


2. Preventative – to promote longevity through diet, daily lifestyle, yoga, breathing, meditation and herbs.


The wider scope of Ayurveda is a complete medical system including specialism in surgery, toxicology, internal medicine, psychiatry, ENT, rejuvenation, paediatrics, gynaecology and aphrodisiacs (life promotion).


Though the science was born on the Indian subcontinent, Ayurveda is not exclusive to India or Indian people. The knowledge is universal and can be applied to anyone, anywhere, since it is a personalised system of health. It is a timeless teaching that is so old yet so applicable to our lives now, and will continue to be for millennia to come.


In order to be healthy, your body needs to perform its vital functions optimally; it needs to digest foods and absorb nutrients, eliminate toxins, process information, maintain free-flowing body channels etc. If you take care of the fundamental processes with the right diet and lifestyle, your body will take care of itself and stay healthy.


Without managing the root cause, the problem may subside temporarily but will either lie dormant, persist at some level, or reoccur. Ayurveda uses diet and nutrition, lifestyle guidance, natural medicines, body therapies, breathing and meditation, detoxification and rejuvenation processes and spiritual counselling to treat a patient. Through these practices and lifestyle choices, we can dance to the ebb and flow of nature and connect to the reality that everything is dynamic energy.




We all make excuses


How do you create a new habit pattern and how do you stay committed and focused on making a healthful transformation? I sometimes see clients who have a desire for better health but have a string of excuses as to why they ‘can’t’ make changes. Of course, these are always very valid and genuine reasons. However, if you want to see a result from your underlying desire for wellbeing, your strong intention is not enough – it needs to be met by action. This is only half the equation, though. If you don’t value your intention, have a belief in your power to heal or hold your health as a priority in your life, there will always be room for excuses. This applies to everything that we do or want to achieve, and not just health. We are not striving for perfection, but authenticity.


These are some of the excuses I hear:


• I don’t have time/I’m too busy


• I will deal with it when something goes wrong


• It can be costly to eat well


• I can’t cook


• I can’t take on the additional stress


• I work long hours


• I started the day badly, so no point in trying to be healthy now


• I will start tomorrow – but tomorrow never comes!


• I don’t have the willpower


• I can’t survive without my coffee or afternoon sweet treat


• It’s already in the fridge so I can’t resist


• It’s hard to stick to a healthy plan when I have such an active social life


• I’m always too tired


• My children take up all my time


• Something always comes up


• I just don’t enjoy exercise


• I need more food when I feel sad/stressed


• Life is too short, so I just enjoy my indulgences




How many of these have you said to yourself? Firstly, it’s time to drop any guilt about previous shortcomings. The past is not something you can change, but every morning you wake up you are reborn. So, don’t let the ‘you’ from yesterday get in your way today. Here are my key steps to changing your health habits, which can help you apply the guidance that follows in this book in an achievable way.


Time


When we use time as an excuse, what we are really saying is, ‘I am choosing not to make this a priority in my life right now.’ Everything you do is ultimately a choice, even if it seems you are sometimes bound by work, family, finances or health stresses. When you put yourself and your health first, I find that you are able to stretch time and energy for everything else in your life. Can you carve some time for yourself by getting up fifteen minutes earlier?


Action


You will instantly start to feel a shift when you start to make healthful changes one step at a time. What is important is that you take that first step. To see the lasting results that you so desire, action is required.


Consistency


Commitment to persistent patterns of positive change is key to any lasting lifestyle change. In my experience, it can take thirty to forty days to turn a change into a new habitual pattern. Prioritise your intentions and avoid falling into the trap of negative influencers. Those friends who egg you on for dessert or another glass of wine, even though you don’t really want it. This is also



about not falling into the media traps of what is portrayed as perfect or the latest fad/trend.


Flexibility


Flexibility makes you stronger. If you slip every now and then, don’t be hard on yourself and don’t carry guilt, as these are harmful emotions. Flexibility in mind and body will give you the vibrancy that you crave. Remember, be like water!


Faith


Have faith in yourself. You must believe in yourself. What are your core values? Connecting with your mind or body is connecting to the divine. Do you believe in your ability to be well?


Twelve tips to stay on top of your Ayurveda A-game


1. Let go of negative self-talk. It’s time to feel good about yourself. Who are your role models for how you aspire to grow?


2. Surround yourself with supportive and like-minded people, but only seek approval from yourself.


3. Start to master your weaknesses and the factors that trigger behaviours, such as overeating or excessive exercise. Are you forming unhealthy patterns? Find alternatives and work on those with loving kindness.


4. Change takes time! Remember, Rome wasn’t built in a day. Make bite-sized changes that feel comfortable to you. Keep adding to them slowly. Over a year, your overall lifestyle will have transformed.


5. Follow a routine that works for you, especially when it comes to sleep, exercise and diet – your three pillars of health. This will be based on your mind/body type. See chapter 4.




6. Change your language from ‘I can’t’ to ‘I can’. Don’t just pay it lip service. Really believe in yourself.


7. Sit less, move more. Take the stairs, shop in store rather than online, go for family walks.


8. Slow down and take the lessons from nature. Does the sun ever decide to not show up? Create your routine and stick to it.


9. Make yourself your number one priority in your life. It is time to take responsibility for your health. If you don’t, no one else will. You will have more energy to serve others in the long run.


10. Write a gratitude journal. It will help you to stay present, appreciate the smaller things and give you the space to recognise your milestones.


11. Don’t be too rigid and take life too seriously. Laughter really is the best medicine.


12. Seek help from a professional to give you support and guidance for your journey to wellness.




My equation for better health


Time + Action + Consistency + Flexibility + Faith = Health and Harmony


Geeta Vara














CHAPTER 3


The Making of Your Mind/Body Type




‘Everyone has a doctor in him or her; we just have to help it in its work. The natural healing force within each one of us is the greatest force in getting well’


Hippocrates





The five great elements – the pancha mahabhutas


The foundations of Ayurveda are rooted in the principle that the entire universe is composed of five great elements, as explained in the Samkhya philosophy. Our body is composed of the same five elements. We are a microcosm of the macrocosm. We are one individual cell in the organism of the universe, just like we have trillions of cells in our entire body. These five elements are known as the pancha mahabhutas:


• Akash – ether/space


• Vayu – air


• Agni – fire


• Jala – water


• Prithvi – earth


Akash, or space, is the subtlest element in which everything exists and happens. As akash started to vibrate, it created air; the friction of air gave rise to heat, and the moisture from this heat created



water; the water solidified and turned to earth, the fifth and final, densest element. All organic and inorganic matter are varying combinations of these five elements. Our energy is in constant interaction with everything that surrounds us, and everything is constantly changing and evolving. All matter has an individual existence, yet nothing can exist independently. Our internal body energy reflects the great cosmic energies of the external. Our entire existence and survival is based on our relationship with these elements and if you are in harmony, you will flourish in optimal wellbeing.


These elements, of course, correspond to ‘real’ and tangible expressions of the elements space, air, fire, water and earth, but also the subtle and abstract expression, so try not to always interpret them in a literal sense, as they can often be invisible. To grasp some of these concepts fully, we need to disengage from our logical left brain and rely on the creative, qualitative right brain to understand. The qualities of these elements can be experienced in our daily physical, mental and emotional being and can be identified by their inherent qualities, such as the coolness and dryness of air, heat or light from fire, or the moisture of water or groundedness and stability of the earth.


These elemental qualities can be seen in everything: your body, your food, your activities, the environment and the seasons. If there are cracks in your relationship with these elements, you will experience disturbances in your body, which can give rise to various health issues.


The five elements in the body


1. Ether – Space is omnipresent and allows all the elements to exist and interact. In the body, space is translated as open cavities, such as in the heart, abdomen, bladder, mouth and nostrils, as well as intracellular and synaptic space. Ether is a contributing element to the vata dosha.




2. Air – Wind is the dynamic and mobile element that governs all the movement, change and actions in the body. For example, muscular functions, breathing, blood circulation. This is the main element that gives rise to vata dosha.


3. Fire – Fire is present in everything that requires digestion and transformation. Body temperature, intelligence, digestive enzymes, metabolism and acids are examples of the element of fire. This gives rise to the pitta dosha.


4. Water – Water represents all liquidity that flows throughout the body. Body fluids such as plasma, blood, saliva, mucus and intracellular fluids form the largest represented element in the human body. Water is a contributing element to the pitta and kapha doshas.


5. Earth – Earth shows up as all visible solid matter that we call the body. The earth gives your body structure and form, such as bones, teeth, tendons, muscle, skin, hair, organs, and so on. Earth is the key element for the kapha dosha.


Understanding these five elements helps us to interpret our outer universe but also our inner world too. The combination of these elements with each other determines our unique mind/body type, habits, personality and our predisposition to health issues.


You can interpret the elements of the environment at a subtle level through your five senses in the following way:












	Element

	Subtle element

	Sensory perception by






	Space

	Sound

	Ears






	Air

	Touch

	Skin






	Fire

	Sight

	Eyes






	Water

	Taste

	Tongue






	Earth

	Smell

	Nose









The concept of existence fills me with wonder and awe. We come into existence, consume the plants, herbs, minerals and water of this planet, and eventually our body returns to the same land. This confirms to me that we are just different compositions of the same elements, and how cyclical our existence really is.


Doshas demystified


One of the most practical cornerstones of Ayurveda is the idea that our physical characteristics and personality are born from the doshas. The three doshas, vata, pitta and kapha, are derived from varying combinations of the five elements in a condensed form that are present and functional in the body.


Every person can identify with one of Ayurveda’s three broad dosha types. Although everybody is made up of the same five elements, the differing combinations of these elements give rise to your mind/body type, which is as unique as your fingerprint – it is your exclusive blueprint of existence. This unique physical and mental constitution is known as your prakruti. You may have explored a similar theory in modern science that identifies a healthy person to be one of three physical body types: ectomorph, endomorph or mesomorph; however, this concept does not elaborate past the physical body.


This information of physical body types remains as only information in modern science but in Ayurveda, understanding our mind/body type – physical and beyond – empowers us to tap into a wealth of wisdom about how our body works and what we can do to stay in a healthy balance. For example, an ectomorph body will never be able to have the musculature of mesomorph and an endomorph will never be a size-zero catwalk model, despite the endless dieting. Ayurveda teaches us to honour and work with our unique body type to stay well and healthy.


The doshas are the bio-energetic forces in your body that sustain life. Without any one of them, life would not exist. Not only do



doshas form your prakruti, they also have a functional role and regulate everything that happens in your body. Each and every cell in our body contains all three doshas, along with their specific actions:


• Vata is the principle that governs movement and regulation


• Pitta is the principle that governs heat and transformation


• Kapha is the principle that governs structure and growth


[image: The Five Elements]


The Five Elements and the Tri-doshas


The three doshas are responsible for all physiological and psychological processes; they are the dynamic forces that determine growth, transformation and decay. They are constantly in flux, as they respond to your actions, thoughts and emotions, to the time of day, the season, the foods that you consume – all of which influence the function of your mind and body. This means you could associate a dosha and its characteristics to everything.


The presence of vata can be correlated to modern medicine as activity of the nervous or muscular system. Pitta correlates to all the chemical processes that take place in the body, such as hormone release and digestion. Kapha can be correlated to the physical mass of the body and skeletal system. Doshas are not the substances themselves but the forces that manifests them into existence.




When the doshas are in close balance (a state of equilibrium) to your natural state (prakruti), you will experience good health, vitality, agility, strength, flexibility and emotional wellbeing. You will be the best version of yourself and your doshas will showcase healthy physical, mental and emotional signs.


The literal translation of dosha is ‘fault’, or that which is prone to getting spoilt. When you go against your intrinsic nature and follow diet and lifestyle patterns not aligned to your prakruti, you will trigger your doshas to become imbalanced or ‘faulty’. We call this prajnaparadha (crimes against our better judgement). How many times have you known that taking an action or consuming a food would not be healthful, but decided to override your intuition, only to suffer afterwards?


Characteristics of tri-doshas












	Vata

	Pitta

	Kapha






	Light

	Hot

	Heavy






	Cold

	Penetrating (sharp)

	Slow/static






	Rough

	Liquid

	Oily






	Dry

	Oily

	Smooth






	Mobile

	Light

	Cold






	Subtle

	Malodorous

	Stable






	 

	Fluid

	Soft







The role of vata in your body


Formed of ether and air elements, the vata dosha is what keeps your body moving and your mind motivated. It’s by far the most dominant dosha of the three, as it supports life and initiates all activities; it simply loves to be involved wherever it can. It is the



supporting force behind the pitta and kapha doshas, which require the movement of vata in order for them to function. Vata has distinct characteristics: it’s cold, light, dry, rough, mobile and subtle.


The ‘dry’ characteristic of vata is easily identified in dry skin, hair, nails, bones or bowels. ‘Roughness’ is found in the texture of nails, skin, hair, lips and a hoarse voice, while ‘lightness’ is seen in light body weight or light sleep. ‘Cold’ qualities are displayed with resistance to cold climates. The ‘subtle’ quality is exhibited as creativity and expression. The ‘mobile’ quality lends itself to multitasking and fast movement.


Some of the key jobs for vata in the body include the blinking of your eyes, inhalations of breath, pulsation of your heart, nerve impulses, moving your food through the digestive system to elimination, and circulating your blood all around your body.


Mentally and emotionally, vata gets to work by assisting your thought processes and mental adaptability, encouraging your spiritual aspirations, supporting your imagination and visualisation, and balancing fears and anxieties.


The role and function of vata is broken down into five sub-doshas: udana, prana, vyana, samana and apana, which oversee different parts of your body. Understanding which sub-dosha is involved in a health issue enables a practitioner to tailor your treatment. In this book, I refer to the overall role of the doshas.


The role of pitta in your body


Pitta dosha is formed of the fire and water elements. What happens when these elements coincide? They generate heat and create a boiling effect, and this is what keeps your body warm and in a constant state of transformation. Its qualities are hot, penetrating, oily, light, liquid, malodorous and fluid.


The ‘hot’ quality is expressed in the body as heat in body and emotion, and strength of metabolism. The ‘penetrating’ effect is displayed as the intellect and the drive to get things done. The



‘liquidity’ of pitta is seen as gastric juices or sweat. The ‘oily’, unctuous quality is seen in the softness of the skin. You are easily able to spot the ‘malodorous’ quality as bad odour in the body or mouth.


Pitta also has five sub-doshas in the body: alochaka, sadhaka, ranjaka, pachaka and bhrajaka. Between these five fiery sub-doshas, they manage all the various digestive activities in the body, whether it is from food or from stimuli through the sensory organs. It is the force of pitta that gives warmth to your body and stimulates your sense of hunger and thirst. This dosha gives colour and lustre to your skin, hair and eyes.


Emotionally and mentally, pitta takes care of your ability to judge and discriminate; it takes care of your mental perception and processes, your willpower, control and enthusiasm. But also the joy, laughter and courage that reside within you.


The role of kapha in your body


The soft, cold, oily, heavy, stable, static, slow and smooth qualities of kapha are made from the water and earth elements. Without kapha, your body would have no structure, moisture, growth or protection. All body tissues, bones, muscles and body fluids need kapha dosha to give them form.


Some of these kapha qualities stand out a mile. ‘Heaviness’, for example, is seen easily as big bones, muscle mass or excess weight. The ‘static’ quality can be identified as a slowness or sluggishness. ‘Oiliness’ will display itself as lubrication in the joints, skin and hair. The ‘smooth’ quality can be seen as supple movement of joints and body and a gentle personality. The ‘cold’ quality is experienced in the coolness of the skin. The ‘soft’ quality might be seen in the eyes, skin or a kind heart. The ‘stable’ quality will be seen in loyalty and a calm mind. The ‘slowness’ is displayed in slow eating or having a slow gait.


Kapha has five sub-doshas: avalambaka, kledaka, bodhaka,



sleshaka and tarpaka. These govern various parts of the body. Kapha gives your body strength and stability, protection, and lubrication to mucous membranes and joints. Kapha ensures that you have a balance of fluidity in the body and gives you your sense of taste.


Kapha supports a strong memory, patience, calmness, compassion, forgiveness, loyalty, a sense of belonging, devotion and love. Kapha is emotionally very nurturing.


[image: Body Parts and Organs]


Body Parts and Organs influenced by the Three Doshas


The subtle energies


Prana, tejas and ojas are the three corresponding subtle energy forms of the three doshas which have an influence on our overall wellbeing when our body is balanced or near-balanced. This trilogy of subtle energies contributes to our vitality. It is that person who is strong, who glows and is full of beans and you wonder what is their secret?




Prana


Prana is your life force energy, that which gives you life. It is the subtle energy of vata and can be correlated with a similar concept in other Eastern cultures – qi in Chinese or ki in Japanese. Have you ever practised qigong by rubbing your hands together and then holding them opposite each other as if you were holding a football? As you gently feel and massage this invisible ball you will feel a force of energy. This is prana between your hands. Prana exists everywhere, and this is a physical way to understand it. By choosing foods that are vibrant and full of life, exercising your breathing and body, and taking appropriate rest, you will support the prana within you.


Tejas


Tejas is the subtle energy of pitta that illuminates the radiance within you. It is the force behind that which gives you the lustre in your eyes and skin. Tejas is the energy that allows communication between the mind, body and soul, allowing the translation of physical activity to the mind faculty and vice versa. The aim is to keep tejas optimal in the same way as prana.


Ojas


Ojas is the subtle energy of kapha and displays itself as the vigour and strength within you. It is the essence of all tissues formed from the digestion and assimilation of your foods, thoughts and impressions. Pure and vibrant food, supported by a strong digestion, will ensure that your ojas remains strong, keeping your body and organs healthy. Ojas is like the glue that holds everything together and is created while you sleep at night, so a good night’s sleep is essential for good health. Physical and mental weakness or immune deficiency is a sign that ojas has become compromised.
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